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Federal Guidelines for Emergency Action Planning for Dams 

PREFACE 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is responsible for coordinating the 

Federal response to disasters and for providing Federal guidance to State, local, Tribal, and 

Territorial emergency management authorities for all foreseeable emergencies in the United 

States and U.S. Territories. To improve the Nationôs emergency preparedness and response 

capabilities, FEMA believes that formal guidelines are needed to help dam owners, in 

coordination with emergency management authorities, effectively develop and exercise 

Emergency Action Plans (EAPs) for dams. The purpose of the guidance in this document is to 

meet that need. This document is an update of FEMA 64, Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety: 

Emergency Action Planning for Dam Owners (2004). 

Background 

In ñDam Safety Memorandum to the Heads of Certain Federal Agencies,ò dated April 23, 1977, 

President Jimmy Carter directed that (1) dam safety reviews of various Federal programs be 

documented, (2) the chair of the Federal Coordinating Council for Science, Engineering, and 

Technology convene an ad hoc interagency committee provide ñrecommendations as to the 

means of improving the effectiveness of the Government-wide dam safety effortò and prepare 

and report on ñproposed Federal dam safety guidelines for management procedures to ensure 

dam safety,ò and (3) the Executive Office of Science and Technology Policy arrange for a panel 

of recognized experts to review agency regulations, procedures, and practices throughout the 

Federal Government and to review proposed Federal dam safety guidelines. The panel was to 

advise the President in a report due October 1, 1978, on whether the regulations, procedures, 

practices, and guidelines were adequate for ensuring the safety of dams. 

Executive Order 12148, Federal Emergency Management, issued on July 20, 1979, transferred or 

reassigned to FEMA the management of emergency planning and assistance functions that had 

been vested in the President. At that time, FEMA was a new agency, having been established 

under the Reorganization Plan No. 3 of 1978. In addition to providing that FEMA ñestablish 

Federal policies for, and coordinate, all civil defense and civil emergency planning, management, 

mitigation, and assistance functions of Executive agencies,ò Executive Order 12148 made FEMA 

responsible for coordinating efforts to promote dam safety.  

On October 4, 1979, President Carter issued a Presidential memorandum directing certain 

Federal agencies to implement FEMA 93, Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety, and to report their 

implementation progress to FEMA. Consequently, FEMA established the Interagency Committee 

on Dam Safety (ICODS) to encourage the establishment and maintenance of effective Federal 

programs, policies, and guidelines for dam safety. FEMA 93 encourages strict safety standards in 

the practices and procedures of Federal agencies and dam owners regulated by Federal agencies. 

The guidelines state that ñThose charged with administering the guidelines must recognize that 

the achievement of dam safety is through a continuous, dynamic process in which guidelines, 

practices, and procedures are examined periodically and updated.ò 
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In 1996, the Water Resources Development Act of 1996 (Public Law 104-303) directed FEMA to 

establish a National Dam Safety Program, transferred additional dam safety functions to FEMA, 

and authorized the establishment of ICODS as a permanent advisory body. The Act also directed 

FEMA to establish a National Dam Safety Review Board whose purpose would be to advise the 

Director of FEMA (now referred to as the Administrator) on setting national dam safety priorities 

and to provide assistance in monitoring State dam safety programs.  

With the advice of the National Dam Safety Review Board and encouragement of ICODS, 

FEMA has developed and updated the following Federal guidelines to supplement FEMA 93:   

¶ FEMA 64, Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety: Emergency Action Planning for Dam 

Owners (renamed with this update FEMA P-64, Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety: 

Emergency Action Planning for Dams) 

¶ FEMA 65, Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety: Earthquake Analyses and Design of Dams 

¶ FEMA 94, Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety: Selecting and Accommodating Inflow 

Design Floods for Dams 

¶ FEMA 148, Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety: Glossary of Terms 

¶ FEMA 333, Federal Guidelines for Dam Safety: Hazard Potential Classification System 

for Dams 

In 2010, the National Dam Safety Review Boardôs Work Group on Emergency Action Planning 

for Dams established a Task Group to review the 2004 edition of FEMA 64 and to make 

recommendations for updating the guidelines. This document, the 2013 edition of FEMA 64, is 

an update of the 2004 edition. The updates include the addition of approaches and practices that 

are consistent with the National Response Framework and with emergency action planning 

concepts from a variety of contemporary sources. The updates reflect the consensus of the Task 

Group and have been approved by the ICODS and the National Dam Safety Review Board.  

The goal of the updated guidelines is to encourage (1) the development of comprehensive and 

consistent emergency action planning to protect lives and reduce property damage and (2) the 

participation of emergency management authorities and dam owners in emergency action 

planning. 
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I. BASIC CONSIDERATIONS FOR PREPARING AN EMERGENCY ACTION PLAN 

A. Purpose 

1. General 

Residents of areas that could be 

affected by a dam failure or 

operational incident have a risk of 

loss of life, injuries, and damage to 

property from a failure or 

operational incident. The purpose 

of this document is to provide 

guidelines for the preparation of an 

Emergency Action Plan (EAP) to 

facilitate the development of plans 

that are comprehensive and 

consistent. The purpose of an EAP 

is to protect lives and reduce 

property damage.  

The intended readers of this 

document are dam owners and emergency management authorities who work together in the 

response to dam safety emergencies. 

An EAP is a formal document that identifies potential emergency conditions at a dam and 

specifies actions to be followed to minimize loss of life and property damage. The EAP includes: 

¶ Actions the dam owner will take to moderate or alleviate a problem at the dam 

¶ Actions the dam owner will take, and in coordination with emergency management 

authorities, to respond to incidents or emergencies related to the dam 

¶ Procedures dam owners will follow to issue early warning and notification messages to 

responsible downstream emergency management authorities 

¶ Inundation maps to help dam owners and emergency management authorities identify 

critical infrastructure and population-at-risk sites that may require protective measures, 

warning, and evacuation planning 

¶ Delineation of the responsibilities of all those involved in managing an incident or 

emergency and how the responsibilities should be coordinated 

 

Flooding caused by the failure of Teton Dam in eastern Idaho as it 
was filling for the first time (1976); 14 people died (waterarchives.org) 
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2. 5ŀƳ {ŀŦŜǘȅ Incidents and Emergencies 

A dam safety incident is an impending or actual sudden uncontrolled release or excessive 

controlled release of water from an impounding structure. The release may be caused by damage 

to or failure of the structure, flood conditions unrelated to failure, or any condition that may 

affect the safe operation of the dam. The release of water may or may not endanger human life, 

downstream property, or the operation of the structure.  

 

Projected flooding from a breach in a dam in a residential area 

When people live in an area that could be affected by the operation or failure of a dam, there is 

the potential for an emergency related to a dam safety incident. The National Incident 

Management System (NIMS) defines an emergency as ñany incident, whether natural or 

manmade, that requires responsive action to protect life or property.ò The Robert T. Stafford 

Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act of 1988, as amended (42 U.S.C. ÄÄ 5121ï5206), 

defines an emergency in terms of the Federal response (ñany occasion or instance for which, in 

the determination of the President, Federal assistance is needed to supplement state and local 

efforts and capabilities to save lives and to protect property and public health and safety, or to 

lessen or avert the threat of a catastrophe in any part of the United Statesò). 

3. Uniformity of Emergency Action Plans 

EAP effectiveness can be enhanced by a uniform format that ensures that all critical aspects of 

emergency planning are covered in each plan. Uniform EAPs and advance coordination with 

emergency management authorities should facilitate a timely response to a developing or actual 

emergency. Organizations and individuals who own or are responsible for the operation and 
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maintenance of dams are encouraged to use these guidelines to develop, update, revise, and 

exercise their EAPs.  

4. National Incident Management System 

NIMS provides a systematic, proactive approach to guide all levels of governmental, 

nongovernmental, and private-sector organizations to work seamlessly to respond to incidents. 

The NIMS approach is effective for any situation that involves coordination among multiple 

agencies or partners. The goal is to coordinate activities to reduce consequences (loss of life, 

property damage, and harm to the environment).  

The Incident Command System (ICS) is a fundamental element of NIMS and consists of a 

standardized, on-scene, all-hazards incident management approach that:  

¶ Allows for the integration of facilities, equipment, personnel, procedures, and 

communications operating within a common organizational structure 

¶ Enables a coordinated response among various jurisdictions and functional agencies, both 

public and private 

¶ Establishes common processes for planning and managing resources 

As a system, ICS is extremely useful. The ICS provides an organizational structure for incident 

management and guides the process for planning, building, and adapting that structure. Using 

ICS for every incident or planned event helps hone and maintain skills needed for larger scale 

incidents. It is recommended that dam owners coordinate with appropriate emergency 

management authorities in an effort to incorporate ICS and NIMS concepts and structures into 

the EAP. 

A critical tool for promoting the nationwide implementation of NIMS is a well-developed 

training program. For further information on NIMS training courses, dam owners and emergency 

management authorities should contact the appropriate State and/or local response agencies and 

refer to FEMAôs website at www.fema.gov.  

B. Scope 

The EAP guidelines in this document are focused on developing or revising EAPs for dams that 

would likely cause loss of life or significant property damage as a result of a failure or other life-

threatening incident. The areas downstream of each dam are unique. Therefore, the extent and 

degree of potential impacts of each dam vary.  

http://www.fema.gov/
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The level of detail in the EAP should be 

commensurate with the potential impact of a 

dam failure or operational incident. A dam 

with low or no potential impact should not 

require an extensive evaluation or be subject 

to an extensive planning process while high- 

and significant-hazard dams may require a 

larger emergency planning effort. In 

addition, high- and significant-hazard dams 

tend to involve more entities that must 

coordinate responsibilities and efforts to 

effectively respond to an incident than low-

hazard dams. Every EAP must be tailored to 

the site conditions. 

EAPs generally contain six elements: 

¶ Notification flowcharts and contact information 

¶ Response process  

¶ Responsibilities 

¶ Preparedness activities 

¶ Inundation maps 

¶ Additional information in appendices 

The elements of an EAP are described in Chapter II of these guidelines. All elements should be 

included in a complete EAP. Although the dam owner is responsible for developing and 

maintaining the EAP, the plan will not be effective unless it is developed and implemented in 

close coordination with all applicable emergency management authorities. Emergency 

management authorities will use the information in the dam ownerôs EAP to facilitate the 

implementation of their responsibilities. In general, State and local emergency management 

authorities will have some coordinating plans in place to address local emergency operations 

and/or warnings and evacuations.  

C. Coordination 

It is vital that the development of the EAP be coordinated with all entities, jurisdictions, and 

agencies that would be affected by an incident at the dam or that have statutory responsibilities 

for warning, evacuation, and post-incident actions. The EAP should contain clearly defined roles 

and responsibilities for each entity.  

 

Flooding in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, including this hospital from 
overtopping of the spillway at Coralville Dam as a result of 
heavy rains (2008) 
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Coordination with emergency management authorities responsible for warning and evacuating 

the public is essential for ensuring agreement on individual and group responsibilities. 

Participation in the development of the EAP will enhance confidence in the EAP and its 

accuracy. Coordination will provide opportunities to discuss critical emergency planning 

concerns such as the order of public official notification, use of backup personnel, alternate 

means of communication, and special procedures for nighttime, holidays, and weekends.  

To ensure a timely and accurate information exchange, coordination between the dam owner, 

local emergency management authorities, and the appropriate National Weather Service (NWS) 

Weather Forecast Office (WFO) is highly recommended. The NWS has a congressional mandate 

to issue official public warnings for all weather-related events, including dam breaches and 

flooding. The planning process should include a decision about who will contact the NWS. The 

local emergency authority is recommended unless it is otherwise agreed to by the emergency 

authority and dam owner. Local NWS websites (www.nws.gov) provide links to local WFOs, a 

description of NWS services, and a list of NWS products. 

Coordination with upstream and downstream dam owners is important to determine operational 

procedures for mitigating the effects of floods and dam safety emergencies. Dams that provide 

critical resources to a community should have a recovery plan that was developed in 

coordination with local emergency management authorities. The loss of a dam that provides a 

key resource such as power or drinking water could significantly affect the recovery of a 

community or region. Recovery and continuity of operations of critical infrastructure for these 

types of dams are discussed in Dams Sector Crisis Management Handbook: A Guide for Owners 

and Operators (DHS, 2008), available at www.dhs.gov/dams_sector_crisis_handbook.pdf. 

D. Evacuation 

Evacuation planning and implementation is 

typically the responsibility of State or local 

emergency management authorities. 

Although an EAP does not need to include 

an evacuation plan, it should indicate who is 

responsible for evacuation and whose plan 

will be followed.  

Inundation maps developed by the dam 

owner must be shared with emergency 

management authorities and included in the 

EAP (see Figure 1 on page II-19 for an 

example of an inundation map). These maps 

may help in the development of warning 

and evacuation plans. It is important for 

 

Voluntary evacuation because of flooding (North Dakota, 
2009) 

http://www.nws.gov/
http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/ip_dams_sector_crisis_management_handbook.pdf
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dam owners to coordinate with the appropriate emergency management authorities and provide 

information from dam inundation studies that can assist with evacuation planning.  

Dam owners should also include procedures in the EAP for ensuring that emergency 

management authorities are provided with timely and accurate information on dam conditions 

during an incident. This information will help agencies make the appropriate decisions on 

evacuations. 

Dam emergency evacuation plans should be 

developed before an incident occurs. The 

plans are recommended to be based on a 

worst-case scenario and to address the 

following:  

¶ Initiation of emergency warning 

systems 

¶ Pre-incident planning 

¶ Identification of critical facilities and 

sheltering 

¶ Evacuation procedures, including 

flood wave travel time considerations (e.g., evacuation of special needs populations, lifting 

evacuation orders) 

¶ Distance and routes to high ground 

¶ Traffic control measures and traffic routes 

¶ Potential impact of weather or releases on evacuation routes such as flooded portions of the 

evacuation route before the dam incident occurs 

¶ Vertical evacuation/sheltering in place 

¶ Emergency transportation 

¶ Safety and security measures for the perimeter and affected areas 

¶ Re-entry into affected areas 

E. Document Control and Protection of Critical Information 

The dam owner should develop an EAP distribution list for all those who would be involved in 

implementing the EAP. The list must be reviewed and updated as part of updates to the EAP. 

Each copy of the EAP that is distributed should be controlled by copy number and a notice 

requesting that other copies of the EAP not be made. When outdated EAPs have been replaced in 

their entirety with new versions, the dam owner should request that the outdated controlled 

copies be returned to the owner or otherwise ensure they are securely destroyed to prevent 

 

Planning session 
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misuse. If EAPs are made available electronically, care should be taken to ensure that document 

control is maintained, such as through the use of a secure web portal accessible only to the 

entities on the established distribution list. 

To protect critical information, including but not limited to technical data and personal contact 

information, dam owners should consider maintaining a redacted copy of the EAP. The redacted 

copy made available to the public upon request should not contain, for example, detailed 

technical data or contact information of individuals participating in the EAP. Dam owners may 

also wish to limit the technical information provided to external entities participating in the EAP. 

Decisions about what to include in the redacted copy should be made by those participating in 

the EAP. 

F. Maintaining an EAP 

After the EAP has been developed, approved, and distributed, continual reviews and updates 

must be performed. Without periodic maintenance, the EAP will become outdated and 

ineffective.  

The EAP should be updated promptly to address changes in personnel and contact information, 

significant changes to the facility, or emergency procedures. The EAP should be reviewed at 

least annually for adequacy and updated as needed. Even if no revisions are necessary, the 

review should be documented.  

The review should include an evaluation of any changes in flood inundation areas, downstream 

developments, or in the reservoir and a determination of whether any revisions, including 

updates to inundation maps, are necessary. Appendix A contains an EAP review checklist.  

The EAP should be updated promptly with the outcome of any exercises, including periodic 

reviews and verifications of personnel and contact information from Notification Flowcharts and 

contact lists. Any changes to the dam and/or inundation zone should be reviewed because the 

changes may affect the inundation maps. Maps should be changed as soon as practicable and 

noted in the EAP. 

Once the EAP has been revised, the updated version (or only the affected pages in minor 

updates) should be promptly distributed to those on the distribution list. Placing EAPs in loose-

leaf binders may simplify the process of removing and replacing outdated pages when updates 

are made. Including the date of the EAP or the date of the current revision on each page will help 

to ensure that users have the most current version. It is recommended that the entire EAP be 

reprinted as necessary and distributed to all plan holders to ensure that all updates have been 

included in the documents.  
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II. SUGGESTED EAP OUTLINE AND CONTENTS 

A. Suggested EAP Outline 

A suggested EAP outline is provided below. Considering all of the items in the outline will 

ensure that the six EAP elements identified in Chapter I of this document are included, thus 

providing uniform, comprehensive, and consistent dam emergency action planning. It is also 

important that the dam owner, emergency management authorities, and regulatory requirements 

be incorporated into the EAP. The development of the EAP should be coordinated with the 

appropriate authorities and organized in a format that is most useful to, and consistent with, the 

organizations involved with its implementation.  

Front Matter  

Cover  

Title Page 

Table of Contents 

EAP Signatures 

Part I:  EAP Information 

I. Summary of EAP Responsibilities 

II.  Notification Flowcharts 

III.  Statement of Purpose 

IV. Project Description 

V. EAP Response Process 

Step 1: Incident Detection, Evaluation, and Emergency Level Determination 

Step 2: Notification and Communication 

Step 3: Emergency Actions 

Step 4: Termination and Follow-up 

VI. General Responsibilities 

Dam Owner Responsibilities 

Notification and Communication Responsibilities 

Evacuation Responsibilities 

Monitoring, Security, Termination, and Follow-up Responsibilities 

EAP Coordinator Responsibilities 

VII.  Preparedness 

Surveillance and Monitoring 

Evaluation of Detection and Response Timing 

Access to the Site 

Response during Periods of Darkness 
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Response during Weekends and Holidays 

Response during Adverse Weather 

Alternative Sources of Power 

Emergency Supplies and Information 

Stockpiling Materials and Equipment 

Coordination of Information 

Training and Exercise 

Alternative Systems of Communication 

Public Awareness and Communication 

VII I. Inundation Maps 

Part II: Appendices 

The suggested format separates the EAP into two parts: the basic EAP instructions (EAP 

Information) and supporting information (appendices). The content and depth of detail in the 

EAP should be appropriate for the risk the dam poses and meet the relevant regulatory 

requirements. 

1. Part I: EAP LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 

Sections I through VIII contain information that is likely to be used by all parties (dam owner 

and emergency management authorities) during an actual incident.  

2. Part II: Appendices 

The appendices should contain supplementary information. The appendices typically include 

material that was used to develop the EAP and information that can be used to assist with 

decision-making during an incident (e.g., detailed operation and maintenance requirements, dam 

break information and analyses, record of plan reviews and updates, plan distribution list, 

incident tracking forms).  

When developing the appendices, dam owners, in coordination with emergency management 

authorities, should consider including supporting information that will help them respond rapidly 

and effectively to an incident. 

B. Suggested EAP Contents 

The suggested contents of the EAP are described in this section. 
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1. Front Matter 

a. Title Page 

The EAP title page identifies it as an Emergency Action Plan and specifies the dam for which it 

was developed. Both the dam and reservoir names should be included. If the dam has a State, 

National Inventory of Dams (NID), or other identifying number, it should be included. Other 

suggested information includes the dam ownerôs name or organization and, if applicable, a street 

address or location of the dam site.  

b. Table of Contents 

The table of contents should list all major sections of the EAP and the figures, tables, and maps. 

c. EAP Signatures 

The EAP should be signed by all parties involved in plan implementation to ensure that everyone 

is aware of the plan and understands the agreed-upon responsibilities. 

2. Part I: EAP Information 

a. Summary of EAP Responsibilities 

Part I, Section I, of the EAP should summarize the critical responsibilities for responding to an 

incident and implementing the plan. Appendix B, Table B-1, is an example of a table with the 

general responsibilities of those involved with implementation of an EAP. Appendix B, Table 

B-2, is an example of a summary of dam owner responsibilities. During an actual incident, these 

types of summaries can provide quick and easy references to critical activities involved with 

implementing the EAP. 

b. Notification Flowcharts 

A Notification Flowchart identifies who is to be notified of a dam safety incident, by whom, and 

in what order. An example Notification Flowchart is provided in Appendix C. The information 

on the flowchart is critical for the timely notification of those responsible for taking emergency 

actions. For ease of use during an incident, the EAP should include Notification Flowcharts that 

clearly present the information listed below. One chart or a set of charts may be needed 

depending on the complexity of the hazards associated with the dam and the potentially affected 

downstream areas. 

¶ Emergency level of the Notification Flowchart if more than one flowchart is required 

¶ Individuals who will notify dam owner representatives and/or emergency management 

authorities 

¶ Prioritization of notifications 
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¶ Individuals who will be notified 

The Notification Flowchart should include appropriate contact information such as names, 

positions, telephone numbers, and radio call numbers. Supplemental contact information may be 

included in a list or table of emergency contacts. Supplemental contact information may include 

fax numbers, e-mail addresses, direct connect numbers, and alternate contacts. The Notification 

Flowchart may also be supplemented by NIMS ICS Forms, such as ICS Forms 205 and 205a, 

available at www.training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/is/ICSResource/icsforms.htm. 

The Notification Flowchart must be tailored to the needs and notification priorities of each dam. 

It is usually recommended that one person be responsible for contacting no more than three or 

four other parties. At a minimum, the Notification Flowchart should designate who dam owners 

will contact and who the local emergency management authorities will contact, as described 

below. 

Dam owners will contact: 

¶ Engineer/management staff/public affairs officer 

¶ Local emergency authorities or 911 centers 

¶ State dam safety program representatives 

¶ Other regulatory authorities 

¶ Upstream and downstream dam owners 

Local emergency management authorities will contact: 

¶ Other local responders such as police or fire  

¶ State emergency management authorities 

¶ Affected residents and businesses  

¶ Appropriate NWS WFO 

http://training.fema.gov/EMIWeb/is/ICSResource/icsforms.htm
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If an emergency dispatch center is on the 

flowchart, a direct contact number for the 

center should be included because it may be 

necessary to contact emergency response 

authorities directly. In addition, it is possible 

that the caller may be outside the dispatch 

centerôs call range. For example, 911 calls 

made from a dam ownerôs operations center 

may not go to the same jurisdiction where 

the dam is located.  

Notification Flowcharts should be easy to 

follow for each emergency level and should 

allow for information to be exchanged upward and downward between the contacts. One 

flowchart that represents all emergency levels is preferred for simplicity. However, it may be 

necessary to develop a flowchart for each emergency level for clarity. Color coding may also be 

helpful. If necessary, narrative information supplementing the flowchart may be provided on the 

page following the flowchart. An example Notification Flowchart is provided in Appendix C. 

If other forms of mass communication or notification are used, these may need to be 

incorporated into the Notification Flowchart and associated procedures. Examples include 

warning sirens, loud speakers, conference calling, mass e-mail notifications, and text messaging.  

c. Statement of Purpose 

The EAP should include a brief statement describing the purpose of the EAP. Two examples are 

provided below. 

Example 1: ñThis Emergency Action Plan defines responsibilities and provides procedures 

designed to identify unusual and unlikely conditions that may endanger Alpha Dam in time to 

take mitigating action and to notify the appropriate emergency management authorities of 

possible, impending, or actual failure of the dam. The plan may also be used to provide 

notification when flood releases can create major flooding.ò 

Example 2: ñThe purpose of this EAP is to safeguard the lives and reduce damage to the 

property of the citizens of Alpha County living along Beta Creek, in the event of failure of the 

Beta Creek Dam or flooding caused by large runoff.ò 

d. Project Description 

A description of the dam, its location, and the NID identification number should be provided in 

this section. If the NID identification number is not available, the State identification number 

should be used. A dam vicinity map and a simple drawing showing the damôs features are 

recommended, along with a list of any significant upstream or downstream dams and 
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